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authoritatively tapped at the court-room door. A policeman inside pushed back a small peep-hole, and admitted us. The nauseating smell, now with one or two other indefinable elements added, met and almost overwhelmed me in a gush of hot air. The clerk was on his feet declaiming in a loud voice to the crowded court: "So-and-so, you are charged with being drunk and disorderly at Victoria Dock Road, Tidal Basin at 11.30 p.m. on September 1. Do you plead guilty or not guilty?" So-and-so, a human animal who had drunk his way to Heaven but had somehow taken the wrong turning and arrived in Hangover Hell, snarled back sullenly.
"Guilty or not guilty?" shouted the clerk. Behind him, seated high in dignity on the Bench, I could see the red-faced stipendiary magistrate. I noted his high white collar, black tail-coat, glossy black hair, red face and impassive manner. I wondered vaguely how they could state the time of the prisoner's unfortunate condition with such mathematical accuracy.
So, when other boys of my age were entering the sixth form at their public schools, I began my studies in the university of life. It was like flinging a child into a swimming bath to teach it to swim, but the method sometimes works.
Woods and I pushed into the reporters' bench, where there was not much elbow-room, and then he held a whispered conversation with a sergeant. "Not much today," he confided. "Three drunks, one betting, one alliliatkm and a lot of rates summonses." Later in the morning when the court had cleared, I wrote on a slip of paper, under Woods' supervision, my iirst contribution to the newspaper Press. It read something like this, with a eatchlinc of " W.II.P.C." in one corner: "John Brown, 34, no occupation, of such and such street, Canning Town, was lined £5 for loitering for the purpose of betting."
Nothing can describe my joy when, a few days later, I saw this printed in the paper in small nonpareil type under outstanding heading of "West Ham Police Court." I gleefully showed it to Violet Lansbury and I remember that, as she-congratulated me, a slight smile dickered across her impassive face.